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ABSTRACT " ^ O 

'Patterns of persjonality development leading ^o 
psychological l;iealth at ag^50 jiere compared in 24 women and 21 men^ 
studied longitudinally since adolescence. Petsonality Q sorts at four 
ages — early and late teens^ ages 40 and 50-^were used to Assess 
personality change and overall psychological health. Q sorts were 
based on extensive data and ap^plied independently at each age level. 
Among ••healthy" men and women at age 50^ two patterns of development 
were identified: (1) A stable pattern consisting of 7 men and 7 women 
whose health had remained high and stable from ages 40 to 50; (2) An 
"improved pattern consisting of 14 men and 17 women whose health was 
popr at 40 but improved significantly J^y 50. Sex differences within 
each pattern were analyzed in terms of the fit between . personality 
and sex role conformity. Personalities of stable men and women fit 
traditional sex roles. Traditional iaen and women moved smoothly into 
middlQ age with little change in life style. Personaliti^es of ^ male 
and f^ale improvers were less congurent with traditional sex roles. 
Nbntraditional men and women su^ressed cross-sex Qharacteristics in 
early adulthood but revived these chatacteristics by age 50 with 
upsurge in psychological health. (Author) 
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^ Years: A Longitudinal Study^ ' I 
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Florine Livson, Ph.D. ' • • 

How do sex roles shape personality in the middle adult ^^oara? Puttt^rna • 
of personality development leading to psychological health at afjo. vi^ro' 
compared in women and men, studied since adolescence j Who aro Inembcro the 
longitudtoal Oakland Grpwth Study at the Institute of Human DeVjeiopcaoqt , 
University of ^C^lif ornia , Berkeley. This study *^.begah in 1932 with r©U|?hly 
200 boys and girls at 11 years of age. They w-ere^observed continuou£?iy 
during their junior and senior high school years and interviewed again inten- 
sively at ages ^0 and 50. They were, born in 1921.. All are whiteT ' " 
The California g sort (Block,', 19^ij_ Block. In. collaboration with Hcuin, 
1971) was' used to rate personality characteristics at four age periodc: early 
and late adolescence, ages ko and 50; The g sorts yielded measures Oi! per^^- 
spnality change over time and an index of ovet-all psychological health 
(Livson and Peskin, I967) . 

I selected the healthiest members of the sample at age 50 for the present 
study: 21 men and 2^ women who scored above the mean on the index of poychu^ 
logical "health. Among these "healthy" men and women at age 50. two patterns 
emer^«t^^ 1) A stable pattern consisting^ of 7 fnen and 7^omen whose health hod. 
remained high and stable £^;pm ages Vo to 50: 2) An improver pattern- copoiat-. 
ing of Ik men^and if^w^pjiTen whose hel^lth was poor at ^0 but in^roved signifi- 




cantly by 50. I w.iZl describe differences between stable and^. improver groups 
for each sex separaTS^ly. Fir/t the men. , 
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Men 

Stable men at 50 are intellectual ancj overcontrpll/d . t^hey do" not differ 
from idprovers in 'tested IQ at this or earlier ^ges.) /These are men who^val-, 
'tie rationa^lity and self-discipline, qualities suited to sex role norms for 
high-achieving men in middle-cl^ss American culture. I will label this group 
Traditiohal men. ■ ^ ■ \ ' 

Improvers at 50 are emotionally expressive, sensuous men, talkative, 
gregarious, and outgoing. These are characteristics- commonly linked to femin- 
ine sex-role sterotypee. ,1 will 'call this group Non-Traditional. They are 
more other-oriented thap Traditional m^n ahd '^ess controlled 

Both groups at' "50 are highly successful irj their work careersfwith dc- 

' - i V 

cupations at the major executive and professional level. All,,^re husbands 
^ ■' 

and fathers'-most with gome children still at home. 

< 1 . 
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To trace tfte earlier^evelopment of these two groups, •! will describe 
personality differences at each of the age periods sampled^ Both groups re- 
veal a central personality style in^dolescence that evolves ov6r the life 
span, moving toward or away from conventional sex-typing. 

Traditional men, from adolescence on, af e ^elf-controlled and value think-^ 
ing rather than feeling: -fn their teens, they shape their intellectuality 

^ * y ' , 

into an analytic, skeptical attitude, straightforward, productive and ambi- 

tiouG/. Their- persenalities are geared toward achievement and fit masculine 

I ' ' ' 

role^ expect94rtT3Tls--but at the price of spontaneity. 

By age'-^Ji^^they continue to value rationality and intellectual control. 

Thei-r psychologicaL health is high by this age and remains high by age 50. 

Their personalities change little between Uo and 50. Traditional ;nen .tnaintain 

a consistent, masculine orientation over the life span. * . 



Non-Traditicnai men are emotionally expressive in adolescence^ as they 
are &i age 50. But their emotionality in youth is histrionic and tmpulsive. 

They jseem unable to integrate either the expressive or the assertive sides 

I 

of tl^emselves in their teens. They fail to foreclose on either a masculine 

or a! feminine mode in adolescence. 

I 

, By age UO, Non-Traditional men seem, to have made a choice They suppress 
thei.r emotionality in favor of active, instrumental behavior. Expressiveness 
drdps off; self-control increases. However^ their masculinity at Uo is power- 
oriented and exploitative--colored by a macho quality. They seem to Engage 
in a kind of masculine protest--but uneasily and at a high cost. T^^eir de- 
fenses are brittle, easily punctured. They are hostile and generally anxious.^ 
,1 suggest that their stress results from suppressing their emotionality to ful- 
fill sex-role expectations for high-achieving men. 

, By age 50, Non-Traditional men give up this masculine protest. They be- 
come more nurturant and sensual. Their power-orientation drops off and their 
anxiety declines. ' They integrate the expressive,- more conventionally femin- 
ine side of themselves^ To use .a term recently come into fashion, they be- 
come more androgynous by , age 50. Their psychological health now rises to mertch 
the level of Traditional men. * . 

W omen ~ 

' r ■— . f . 

Do women show parallel changes? Twa groups of psychologically healthy ^ 
women at 50 were similarly identii'ied: a stable group and an irr^rpver group. 
Both groups are predominantly upper-middle class. All are mothers; half of , 
both groups still have Children at home. 

Stable women, like stable men, have personalities that fit traditional 
sex roles. These are gregarious, nurturant feminine women at 50, platting 



high value on affiliation with uthoriu . Their personalities fit well with their 
roles as wives and mothero . Their llTu otyleo^ are more domestic than those of 
improvers; none haVe occupationsil careers. 

Ftom adolescence to ag^ Traditional women develop and elaborate the 
feminine, aff illative side o( their ptjrsonalities . Like Traditional men,' they 
move smoothly through the middlo yfartj at a high level of psychological health 
and with little "change in aex-typcd behavior. Traditional women^ and men fol- 
low parallel careers. / ' o 

Women improvers, like m^ile improver^j, do not conform to traditional^ sex- 
role stereotypes. Their peroonoli ties stress qualities usually 'ascribed to 
men in our culture--and suited to fi^le roles. These Non-Traditional women value 
thinking and achievement. At y) , they are skeptical, insightful, and uncon-: 
ventional, oriented toward Intel l(?ctual mafftery rather than feelings or af- 
filiation; In adolescence, they aro ambitious and appear brighter than 
Traditional women. (Like men,, they ^^o not differ from the Traditional group 
in tested'' IQ. ) . ./ ^ V'' 

By age Uo, Non-Traditional women suppress their intellectuality and ach'ieve 
''ment drives. They bec^vne constricted and depressed. Their psychological cai/ 
^ 'eers parallel those of Non-Traditlonnl men who deny their eqiot ionality by/chis 
age. Both put aside opposite-sex characteristics in ordfer, suggest ,/^o fun- 
ction successfully in conventional adult sex roles : achievement fo^^the men^ 
mothering fo.r the women. Both pay a price for this suppression ^ti. emotional 
stress and poor psychological health. 

By age 50y however, bpth women and men revive cross-s6x characteristics. 
Non-Traditional women revive their intellectuality and their goal-oriente'd ^ 
skills, men their emotionality. Both sexes become more androgynous by 50 with" 



/ 
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an upsurge in psyphological health. 

Whethey. this becpmes possible because women begin to disengage from mother- 
ing by age 50 and men come to terms with their achievements, or whether it re- 
flects shifts in time perspective or other 4ge;j^€r^ted changes is uncertain. 
Probably all of these play a part. Sex norms may simply become less rigid for 

-people in the second half of life--or may even converge. jrhe findings of 
Neugarten and Gutmann (1958) and a recent study by Chiriboga and Thurnher (1975) 
suggest that wome^a become more t^olerant of agsertive and tpen of affiliative needs 
as they age, Thgfse studies support Jung's clinical observations that men and 
women develop previously suppressed opposite-sex characteristics in the second 

.half of^ life (Jung, 1933) J 

The patterns described here illustrate how sex Voles interact with person-- 
ality to shape^ development in the adult years, A key factor "seems to be, the 
fit between personality and social role. Women and men whose personalities match 
traditional sex roles move smoothly through adulthood with little change in sexr 
typed behavior. Women and men whose personalities do not fit traditional roles 
may suppress opposite-sex characteristics to fulfill these roles--and pay a 
heavy price in emotional stress. But middle age can open fresh options to di- 
versify sex roles--and expand the boundaries of the self. 
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